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THE FIRST SPANISH-AMERICAN WAR
This is a better title for a story of the disturbance
that occurred in Florida in 1812 than the one usually
given to it, viz: The Patriot War. The so-called
patriots were nearly all citizens of the United States
from Georgia and Tennessee. They were supported
by soldiers and gunboats of the United States. They
were under the orders of an agent of the United States
and were financed, by the United States. That the
events did not provoke a real war between Spain and
this country is only explained by the fact that Spain
had been drained of men and money by Napoleon and
was then fighting to rid herself of a Bonaparte ruler.
After the Louisiana Purchase our country looked
with covetous eyes on Florida. At that time Florida
extended north to the thirty-first parallel and from
the Mississippi River to the Atlantic Ocean. On the
Gulf its western limit was Lake Pontchartrain. The
French were the original settlers of the western part,
and President Jefferson claimed that this belonged to
Louisiana and that we acquired it with our purchase
of that territory.
On January 3rd, 1811, in a message to Congress,
President Madison called the attention of that body
to the desirability of acquiring Florida. 1 On the 15th
of the month Congress passed a Joint Resolution in
relation to the occupation of Florida as follows:
“Taking into view the peculiar situation of Spain
and her American provinces and considering the influence which the destiny of the territory adjoining
the southern border of the United States may have
upon their security, tranquility and commerce ; therefore,
1

Supplemental Journal of H. of R. 1st Sess., 12th Congress.

Published by STARS, 1925

1

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 4 [1925], No. 3, Art. 6

115
“Resolved ; that the United States under the
peculiar circumstances of the existing crisis cannot,
without serious inquietude, see any part of the said
territory pass into the hands of any foreign power;
and that a due regard to their own safety compels
them to provide, under certain contingencies, for a
temporary occupation of the said territory: they at
the same time declare that the same territory shall
in their hands, remain subject to future negotiation.“ 2
On the same day was passed “an act to enable the
President of the United States, under certain contingencies, to take possession of the country lying east of
the river Perdido and south of the State of Georgia
and the Mississippi Territory and for other purposes.”
This meant all of Florida. 3
The first section authorized the President “to take
possession of all or any part in ease any arrangement ,
has been made or shall be made with the local authority for delivering up the possession of the same or
any part thereof to the United States ; or in the event
of an attempt to occupy the said territory or any part
thereof by a foreign government and, in order to maintain the authority of the United States therein, to employ any part of the army or navy of the United States
he may deem necessary.”
Section two provided that one hundred thousand
dollars be appropriated for defraying such expenses
as the President shall deem necessary for obtaining
possession as aforesaid and for the security of said
territory. Section three provided for setting up a
government within the territory in case it should be
obtained. It will be noticed that no claim is made
in the resolution that the United States owned any
part of Florida.
2
3

Third Statutes at Large p. 471.
Third Statutes at Large p. 472.
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On the 26th of January, 1811, instructions were issued by the Secretary of State to General George Matthews of Georgia and Colonel John McKee reciting that
the President had appointed them “jointly and severally commissioners for carrying into effect” the
aforesaid act and directing them to “repair to that
quarter with all possible expedition, concealing from
general observation the trust committed to you with
that discretion which the delicacy and importance of
the undertaking require.“ 4 Apparently Colonel McKee did not act in the matter.
There is on record testimony in a damage suit
that the Patriot War was planned by General Matthews
in Georgia.
At that time the people of West Florida living
west of the Pearl River had revolted from the rule
of Spain, had been organized as an independent community, had asked to be annexed to the United States
and were now a portion of Mississippi Territory. The
instructions to General Matthews contained the following “should you find Governor Folk (Folch) or the
local authority existing there inclined to surrender
in an amicable manner the remaining portion of West
Florida, now held by him in the name of the Spanish Monarch, you are to accept in the name of the
United States, the abdication of his or other authority
and the jurisdiction over which it extends. If it should
be required and found necessary you may agree to advance a reasonable sum for the transportation of the
Spanish troops. Should there be room to entertain a
suspicion that an attempt to occupy the country by a
foreign power will‘ be made you will exercise with
promptness and vigor the power with which you are
invested by the President.
“The conduct you are to pursue in East Florida
must be regulated by the dictates of your own judg4
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ment on a close view and accurate knowledge of the
precise state of things there and of the Spanish government. Should you discover an inclination in the
Governor of East Florida, or of the existing local authority, amicably to surrender the province to the
United States you are to accept the same on the same
terms that are prescribed in these instructions in regard to West Florida.
“If in the execution of any part of these instructions you should need the aid of a military force
the same will be afforded you, and in case you should
need naval assistance you will receive the same. The
President, relying upon your discretion, authorizes you
to draw upon the collectors of New Orleans and Savannah for such sums as may be necessary to defray
unavoidable expenses not exceeding in drafts on New
Orleans $8,000, and upon Savannah $2,000.”
In less than a month from the date of his appointment Matthews appeared at St. Marys, a town upon
the American side of the St. Marys river which divided the two countries. Upon arriving there he met
with a severe disappointment. He wrote the Secretary of State on Feb. 25th saying “On my arrival here
I found the gentlemen whose names I gave you well
disposed but there has not a soldier arrived, or one
armed vessel, or a gunboat in this river and from
this cause it is not proper to attempt anything at
present. I leave here tomorrow morning for Mobile
and from arrangements I have made I will return here
by the 20th of April at which time I hope to have
it in my power to carry the President’s wishes into
effect. From the prospect of things here, East Florida is growing of more importance to the United States
every day. There are now in the Spanish waters
here twenty large vessels loading lumber for the British government and eighty loaded the last year on the
same account. You can assure the President every
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exertion in my power will be made to carry his wishes
into effect.”
This letter plainly tells us that there had been previous letters or conversations on the subject of acquiring East Florida.
The gentlemen whose names he had given to the
Secretary of State were evidently too few in number
to warrant any effort without the support of the troops
and gunboats which he expected to find at St. Marys
when he arrived there.
On May 14, 1811 he wrote the Secretary of State
from Fort Stoddert in Mississippi. On June 11 he
wrote from Point Peter, a military post in Georgia
near the border, and again on August 3rd from the
same place. In this letter he said “the inhabitants
of the Province are ripe for revolt; they are however
incompetent to effect a thorough revolution without
external aid. If two hundred stand of arms and
fifty horsemen’s swords were in their possession I am
confident they would commence the business with a
fair prospect of success. These could be put into
their hands by consigning them to the commanding officer at this post subject to my order. This section
of our Union is destitute of artillery ; to me it appears that in the event of a revolution and a consequent surrendering of the country to us a corps will
be indispensable.”
On the 11th of March, 1812, Matthews asked Commodore Campbell, then in the river with nine gunboats, to furnish to the Patriots fifty muskets, fifty
pistols and an equal number of swords. As the Commodore obeyed other orders from Matthews he undoubtedly furnished the arms. Matthews wrote the
Secretary on March 14th that “Commodore Campbell
has furnished me every assistance in his power.” In
the same letter he adds “The time has arrived, something must be done, and if you ever expect the Floridas
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send on immediately the companies of artillery and infantry I have requested.”
On the same day he wrote Major Laval who was
in command of a small force of troops at Point Peter
saying to him, “I am officially informed by the local
authorities of East Florida that they wish to surrender
that portion of the province called Rose’s Bluff, being
about four miles above St. Marys, to the United States
and I have in my capacity as commissioner by virtue
of powers vested in me, of which you are furnished a
copy, to call on you to march a detachment of troops
consisting of fifty men to take peaceable possession of
Rose’s Bluff tomorrow morning at 10 o’clock for the
United States and hold it for them.”
Major Laval refused to obey the order and on the
16th made a report to the War department in which
he said “It is very important that you should apprize
the President of the danger the United States are in
of being involved in a war with Spain if the agent
General Matthews is allowed to proceed. He has
broken the bounds of prudence. The Americans are
taking possession of East Florida by force through
his advice. They expect to cover themselves with the
names of Patriots there being 8 or 10 of them
mixed with the force. They are about 60 or 70 deluded militia. They take possession of places where
there is no one to oppose them and declare such places
independent. Gen. Matthews sees them, encourages
them. The whole must fall upon the Government. Genral Matthews never communicated with me on the
subject until two days before the patriots set out from
St. Marys to repair from their rendezvous and make
their first start.”
On the 15th General Matthews ordered Commodore Campbell to send one gunboat to Rose’s Bluff,
two gunboats to be stationed above the town of Fer-
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nandina and such other gunboats as are in readiness
opposite the town of Fernandina.
On the 16th and again on the 17th the Spanish
post at Fernandina was summoned to surrender. On
being threatened with firing by the gunboats the
Spanish flag was lowered and the Patriot flag raised
on the 17th.
General Matthews wrote the Secretary of State on
the 21st saying, “Enclosed you have a letter from the
constituted authorities of East Florida requesting me
as commissioner of the United States to take possession of all that tract of country lying between the St.
Marys and the St. Johns rivers including the islands
between the same which agreeably thereto was ceded
and surrendered to the United States through me on
the 18th instant.
“In consequence of Major Laval’s refusing to give
me any support and his extreme exertions to frustrate my plans I was fearful they would be blasted;
but as God would have it Lieut. Col. Smith arrived
the day before the surrender of the patriots and he
cheerfully gave me every support when requested to
take peaceable possession, which was done on Wednesday the 18th instant by fifty riflemen under the command of Lieut. Appling.
“I have little reason to doubt had Major Laval
not defeated my first plan by refusing me aid I would
by this time have been able to have informed you
of the cession of East Florida to the United States.
But I hope in a few days to give you that agreeable intelligence for the patriots have crossed the St. Johns
and are in a rapid march for St. Augustine and, I
think, with a sufficient force to reduce it if properly
supported by Commodore Campbell.”
On the 28th of March General Matthews wrote
the Secretary of State giving this further account of
the operations in the attempted capture of Florida.
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“I have received despatches of the 23rd instant
from the patriots. They have assumed an organized
force and have also addressed me officially assuring
me that by the 25th the country would be theirs to
the walls of St. Augustine and they in readiness to cede
it peaceably to the United States. Col. Smith will proceed forthwith to occupy, hold and defend the districts
ceded to the United States. I have required the Commodore to order round the Vixen and two gunboats,
now in these waters, to lay and weigh off the bar of
St. Augustine, to bring to, examine and detain all vessels bound in having troops or succors of any kind.
“Make my respects to the President and inform
him that I hope so to complete my mission as to meet
his unqualified approbation.”
On the 2nd of April General Matthews wrote Commodore Campbell saying he had in behalf of the United
States received from the patriots a cession of entire
East Florida except the town and fortress of St. Augustine and asking him to add another gunboat to the
blockading squadron.
One gunboat had been sent up the St. Johns river
to Picolata which was evidently the army’s base, On
the 8th of April General Matthews sent the following
letter to Lieutenant Colonel Smith the commander of
the United States forces,
United States Station, Picolata
April 8th, 1812.
Dear Sir: By virtue of the powers vested in me
as United States Commissioner with which you are
furnished a copy, I have to request that you march tomorrow or as soon thereafter as possible to Moosa
Old Ford a military station in the vicinity of St. Augustine, with the troops under your command, to hold
and defend the same, and -the country adjacent, it
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being ceded to the United States, by the local constituted authorities of East Florida, and accepted by me
as United States Commissioner. You will please to
have such detachment at this station to hold and defend it for the United States.”
On May 2nd Major Laval sent another letter to
the Secretary of War in which he said “The postmaster at St. Marys and his sworn clerk are among
the pretended patriots and only return, one or the
other, on the mail day to do all the mischief they can
by opening and destroying the letters of those who
oppose their criminal plots. * * * Lieut. Col. Smith
has marched all the troops to East Florida and is now
at the head of the patriots. They are about a mile
and a half from St. Augustine so that instead of the
patriots subduing the Spaniards it is unequivocally the
United States troops.”
The three gunboats were sent to St. Augutine by
Commodore Campbell as requested by General Matthews. The Commodore in his order to the officer in
charge said “you will proceed with all possible dispatch to St. Augustine and anchor within the bar as
near the fort as prudence may direct. * * * * The
United States troops near St. Augustine may require
some assistance from you in which case you will communicate with them through the North river.”
On April 4th the Secretary of State wrote General
Matthews revoking his appointment as commissioner.
He wrote “I am sorry to state that the measures you
appear to have adopted for gaining possession of Amelia Island and other parts of East Florida are not
authorized by the law of the United States or the
instructions founded on it under which you have acted
* * * I add with pleasure that the utmost confidence
is reposed in ‘your integrity and zeal to promote the
welfare of your country, but in consequence of the
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course you have taken, which differs so essentially
from that contemplated and authorized by the government, you will be sensible of the necessity of discontinuing the service in which you have been employed.”
General Matthews wrote in reply that if he felt
justified in exposing to public view his confidential
instructions and conversations he had no doubt that
an impartial public would decide that he had not
exceeded his powers.
On the 12th of April the Secretary of State wrote
Governor D. B. Mitchell of Georgia to succeed General Matthews as a commissioner to represent the
United States. He was advised that an order ‘had
been sent for the troops to evacuate Florida “when requested to do so by you” but he was not to do so
until the Spanish Governor had given assurance that
the revolting citizens of Florida would not be punished. He was to confer with the Spanish Governor
and report the results, in the meantime holding the
ground occupied. It was not expected that he would
interfere to compel the patriots to surrender the country or any part of it to the Spanish authorities.
On the 4th of May Governor Mitchell wrote Governor Estrada saying that the United States had not
authorized the late transactions in East Florida and
he “hastens to make the communication with the fullest
confidence that it will be received as an evidence of the
friendly disposition of the Government of the United
States to that of Spain.”
The Spanish governor-replied that he had expected
that the dismissal of General Matthews would be
followed by the removal of the troops and until that
step was taken he refused to recognize any authority
other than that of Spain.
On May 16th Governor Mitchell wrote saying that
St. Augustine was blockaded by the patriots and they
considered themselves as having been in possession
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of all the rest of the province before its transfer to the
United States.
On June 12th the newly appointed Governor Kendelan wrote Governor Mitchell complaining of the acts
of the United States troops, adding “your excellency
must consider that my duty does not allow the continuance of the said troops in the province under my
charge and if they do not withdraw I shall be obliged
to take disagreeable) measures * * * * I invite your excellency’s first step to be to withdraw from the Spanish territory within eleven days.”
A few days before this letter was written a few
cannon balls from a Spanish schooner in the north
river had hustled the invaders out of Fort Moosa
to some three miles from St. Augustine.
In replying to Governor Kendelan’s vigorous letter Governor Mitchell showed that he was somewhat
peeved at having been obliged to leave Fort Moosa
so suddenly. He wrote “This attack being made when I was proceeding
to offer and had in part offered the most sincere and
friendly explanations on the part of the United States
for the part they had apparently taken in the late
transaction in East Florida precluded all further efforts on my part to continue the correspondence, believing as I did that it was an indignity offered to the
honor and integrity of the government I represent.
Under the impression which this transaction was calculated to produce and which you as a man of honor and
a soldier readily conceive, I am., persuaded that you do
not expect me either to withdraw the troops or to make
any proposition for that purpose until such explanation
is given for the attack upon them * * * In the meantime
should your excellency proceed, as you intimate you
will, to acts of hostility upon the United States troops
after the expiration of eleven days from the date of

Published by STARS, 1925

11

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 4 [1925], No. 3, Art. 6

your letter, without having satisfied the just expectations of the President as to the cause of the attack
upon them of which I have already spoken, be it so;
I shall regret the circumstance but you alone will be
answerable for all the consequences which may result
from such a proceeding. I can make any sacrifice of
my individual feeling when placed in competition with
the welfare and honor of my country, but the honor
of the nation can never be called in question.”
A lengthy duel of words followed between the two
governors which continued for about a month when
Governor Mitchell wrote the Secretary of State saying he had remained because he expected an act would
be passed authorizing the President to take possession of the unoccupied parts of the two Floridas. “You
may judge of my surprise and mortification at the
information I received by this evening’s mail that
the Senate had rejected the bill which had been passed
by the House for the purpose of authorizing the immediate occupancy of the provinces.” (On the 22nd
of June, 1812, such a bill was passed by the House by
a vote of 71 to 44. It failed in the Senate by a vote
of 14 to 16.)
Governor Mitchell ordered reinforcements of two
hundred militia from Savannah and left for Georgia
in August, leaving the troops under the control of
Lieutenant Colonel Smith after having drawn on the
government for the money he had expended. He never
returned, altho his employment as commissioner continued.
About the last of October affairs in East Florida
were placed in the hands of Major General Thomas
Pinckney the commander of the southern division of
the army of the United States.
After being notified of the change, Governor
Mitchell wrote that he had “endeavored to carry out
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the wishes of the President. That the President has
approved my conduct upon the present occasion is
the utmost gratification I could receive. As I now consider my agency closed I have drawn for the value
of my account.”
The troops still remained in Florida. General Pinckney’s headquarters were at Charleston, S. C. General
Pinckney wrote several letters to the Secretary of War
and to the Secretary of State. In them it is plainly
seen that he did not approve, as a citizen of the
United States, of the seizure, but that as an officer
he was ready to follow the instructions of the President. He wrote to the Secretary of State “the general purport of my instructions indicates the probability of an attack upon St. Augustine. But Christmas has arrived and we are not in the state of preparation I could wish.” On December 29th, 1812, he
wrote “I am using every exertion to prepare for the
siege of St. Augustine as if the order had already been
issued * * *. My present impression is that we
shall not be prepared to commence the siege before
the middle of March.”
On March 18th the Spanish governor wrote that
a decree of amnesty had been made for the benefit
of those subjects of Spain who had revolted, provided
they were thenceforth faithful citizens.
This was followed by a proclamation signed by B.
Harrison, President of the Legislative Council, Daniel S. Delaney, Secretary of State, and John H. McIntosh, President of the Territory of East Florida,
in which they spurned the offer of pardon and called
“upon all to unite and by our joint action secure our
safety, property, liberty and independence”.
General Pinckney wrote to the Spanish governor
asking if he were able and willing to carry out the
decree of amnesty. Upon receiving his reply that he
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would do so General Pinckney on the 7th of April, 1813,
wrote the Spanish governor that the troops would be
speedily withdrawn from the province of East Florida.
On April 16th a final order was given to the commanding officer to withdraw the troops and evacuate
Amelia Island. He wrote “the removal of the troops
from East Florida is not to be considered in the light
of an evacuation of an enemy’s country but as restoring to a state of neutrality a territory which our Executive deemed expedient to occupy.” General Pinckney
was justified in this statement as on Dec. 12th, 1812,
he had received a letter from the Secretary of State
saying to him “under existing circumstances therefore .
the President thinks it due to the injured rights and
interests of the United States as well as to their honor
to maintain the ground on which you stand.”
The last of the troops left Fernandina about May
5th, 1813. It was occupied March 17, 1812.
By an act of Congress it was voted on Feb. 12th,
1813, to take possession of West Florida west of the
Perdido River.
General Pinckney in a letter to Secretary Monroe
written April 29th said “it would be advantageous for
the United States to purchase Florida from the Spaniards for much more than it would appear to be worth,
as we would receive ample interest for the money expended by the augmentation of our finances, the increase of our military force and the tranquility of a
considerable portion of our country.”
There is one paper lacking in this record: the
order to General Pinckney to withdraw the troops in
Florida in opposition to the letter of Dec. 12th to
“maintain the ground on which you stand.”
At this time Napoleon had been defeated in Russia, civil war in Spain was ended, Spanish troops were
being sent to the New World in an effort to retain
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the Spanish colonies, and we were at war with England, now Spain’s ally.
‘The army of Regulars and Irregulars appears to
have left nothing in Florida that could be carried away
or destroyed.
The treaty by which Spain ceded Florida to the
United States without direct compensation to Spain,
laid two obligations upon the United States. One was
to pay claims of the citizens of the United States
against Spain for one hundred and ninety-one American vessels seized by Spain while at war with England. The amount of these claims was found to be
in excess of the agreed $5,000,000 and they were rebated to that amount and paid. The other duty was to
satisfactorily settle with the citizens of Florida and
with Spanish officers for damages done by the invasion
of the United States army. By acts passed in 1823
and 1834 Florida judges were to settle the amount of
these claims. Their awards carried interest at five per
cent. The United States Treasurer paid the awards
amounting $1,224,992.68 but refused to pay the interest which amounted to as much more. 5
For fifty years the “Florida Claims” were frequently before Congress in an attempt to collect this
interest. In 1860 two attorneys filed a brief with
Congress upon this subject 6. The letters quoted
in this paper were found in this pamphlet, a copy
of which is in the Library of Congress. In 1879 President Hayes called the attention of Congress to these
claims in a message to that body. 7 The last time they
5

Cong. Globe, 1860, p. 1254.
Secret acts, resolutions and instructions under which Florida was invaded by the United States Troops.
6

Cooper
and Charles E. Sherman. Washington, 1860. 71 p.
7
Senate Ex. Doc. No. 101, 46th Cong. 2nd Sess. Vol. 4.
For additional references see Niles Register, vols. 3 and 4;
Executive Documents for the years 1811, 1812, 1813; House and
Senate journals 1811 and 1812.
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were presented to congress appears to have been in
1880.
I am aware that this story is not a satisfactory one.
I have given facts and not opinions. No aid is necessary to form certain conclusions in regard to the course
of our government. The United States was well punished for its attempt to wrongfully acquire East Florida by force of arms.
A. H. PHINNEY.
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